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FROM POLYSTYLISM TO
INCREMENTALISM

Schnittke’'s Concerto for Choir as a
Transformation of Compositional Method

Nathan Reiff

iscussions of Alfred Schnittke’s (1934-1998)

D music frequently focus on the composer’s
tendency to fuse together widely varying

musical styles within a single work. Musicologists
Glenn Watkins, Peter Schmelz, and Richard Taruskin,
for instance, describe Schnittke’s compositional ap-
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proach with terms such as “collage,” “striking juxta-
positions,” and “fabled eclecticism,” respectively. It
is easy to appreciate the attraction of this patchwork
method. Listeners are bound to be struck by the effect
of a monophonic chanted “Kyrie eleison” giving way
to dense, trembling instrumental chord clusters in the
choral Symphony no. 2 (1980) or of electric guitar, bass,
and drum kit suddenly appearing following passages
based on serial techniques in the Requiem (1975). Ex-
amples like these are jarring and surprising to hear.

Beyond the arresting power of stark musical con-
trast itself, the strength of Schnittke’s explicit devotion
to a collage-based method makes it an increasingly
appealing feature on which to focus. The composer
classified and championed what he called “polystyl-
1sm” in a lecture and subsequent paper titled “Poly-
stylistic Tendencies in Modern Music” in 1971. For
Schnittke, polystylism “widen[ed] the range of ex-
pressive possibilities. .. [allowing] for the integration of
‘low’ and ‘high’ styles” to create an all-encompassing
musical world capable of universal reach. Schnittke
explored the potential of the polystylistic approach
in many works throughout the 1970s and 1980s, and
the combination of the composer’s enthusiasm and
the striking nature of the procedure itself has likely
contributed to “polystylism” becoming a hallmark in
writings about Schnittke’s music.
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To characterize Schnittke’s entire output from 1971
onward as polystylistic, however, is to overgeneralize.
In 1985, the year the composer suffered the first of
several debilitating strokes, his health began to decline
significantly. Schnittke’s close friend and biographer,
Alexander Ivashkin, noted a transformation in the
composer’s personality and music around this time.
Ivashkin describes the Cello Concerto no. 1 (1985) as
having changed almost entirely from initial sketches
to final product, the former having been completed
prior to the stroke and the latter after. According to
Ivashkin, the finished Cello Concerto was unique among
Schnittke’s works with respect to its approach to dis-
sonance and expression. Others noted a transforma-
tion as well. The violinist Gidon Kremer, a friend of
Schnittke’s and a frequent collaborator, remarked that
“an inner change took place directly before or after his
illness.” Music critic Alex Ross claimed that Schnittke
himself discussed 1985 as a turning point toward a
self-styled “Series B” in which compositions would be
more free and singular in style.

At least one other work of 1985 points toward a
marked shift away from polystylistic tendencies in
Schnittke’s music. The Concerto for Choir turns from
polystylism’s surprising, oftentimes harsh, clashes of
dissimilar musical materials placed in close proximi-
ty in favor of a compositional procedure governed by
even, incremental development. The resulting con-
trast between Schnittke’s works in the polystylistic tra-
dition and the Concerto for Choir lends credence to the
suggestion that Schnittke underwent a transformation
in his approach to composition that may have been
linked to personal circumstances in the time around
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his first stroke. At the same time, the shift in style evi-
dent in the Concerto for Choir evokes speculation about the
potential links of such a change to Schnittke’s savviness
in developing a successful career within the controlled
artistic world of the Soviet regime.

Incrementalism in the Concerto

The Concerto_for Choir demonstrates compositional in-
crementalism in musical elements ranging in scale from
the minute to the macroscopic. Features including me-
lodic and harmonic motion, texture, and structure all
point to Schnittke’s tendency to develop this a cappella
work in a step-by-step fashion or through procedures
closely approximating one. That this method seems to
pervade such a wide range of musical facets heightens
the overall unity of construction within the piece, there-
by drawing it into starker contrast with the polystylistic
works that preceded it.

On a surface level, the Concerto for Choir is immediate-
ly distinguished from many of Schnittke’s earlier cho-
ral works by the uniformity of its orchestration; gone
are the electric guitar, vibraphone, and other atten-
tion-grabbing instruments found in pieces like the Sym-
phony no. 2 and the Requiem. The Concerto is even relatively
more uniform than some of Schnittke’s earlier a cappella
works. Although composed for voices alone, Minnesang
(1981), for instance, builds up dense walls of forty or
more independent voice parts at a time only to sudden-
ly shift to much more transparent textures, an example

of pure vocal polystylism, albeit less stark than some of
Schnittke’s instrumental works.

The Concerto spans four movements, each setting
the text of a different meditation by the tenth-century
Armenian monk Gregor of Narek in Russian transla-
tion. Though the movements vary in length, they are
all scored for unaccompanied mixed chorus. Schnittke
sets the text in a primarily syllabic fashion and generally
stacks the voices homophonically. As a result, the text
can be heard clearly throughout the piece and is free
of obstruction from polyphonic writing or instrumen-
tal accompaniment, and no sudden changes of timbre
interrupt the mellifluous choral soundscape. Given the
relative consistency of sound and compositional ap-
proach across the entirety of the piece, the first move-
ment will provide a representative sample of the prin-
ciple of incrementalism as it is expressed in the Concerto
Jor Choir. A translation of the text of this movement is
provided in Table 1.

The
in a large-scale ABA' form and consists of a twen-

first movement of the work 1s structured

ty-nine-measure opening section, a 174-measure main
body which can be further divided into quasi-strophic
subsections, and a nineteen-measure closing variation
on the introductory material. Individual voice parts are
characterized by a predominance of stepwise motion, a
localized example of incrementalism at work. Account-
ing for movement from each note to the next within
individual parts, on average the voices progress via mo-
tion by whole step, half step, or repeated notes 86% of

Table 1. A Translation of the Text of Concerto for Chou; Movement 1

O ITosesuresns cymero Bcero,
BecuennpiMu mapaMu HaC JapsIym,
T'ocnions, TBopsmum Bce u3 HUUCTO,
Hesemomein, Beesuaromuir, Crpamanum,
W MustocepHbIf, U HEYMOJIMMBIH,
HewuspeuceHHBIN ¥ HEIOCTHKUMBIH,
HeBunumpiit, nsseunnii, HeOObITHBIN,

N yxacarommn, u OraroarHbir!
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O Master of living everything (all living things),
Priceless gifts (to) us giving

Lord, creating everything from nothing
Mysterious, omniscient, frightening,

And merciful, and implacable,

Ineffable and unknowable,

Invisible, eternal, boundless,

And terrifying, and beneficent!
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Henpouunaem Tb1, HEOCH32EM,

U Gesnauanen Tw1, u HeckOHUAEM,
Te1—T0 equaCTBEHHOE, UTO HE3MEPHO,
Yro B MHpe MOJJIMHHO U JOCTOBEPHO,
Toer—T0, uro HaM JlaeT GIArOCIOBEHbE,
Ter—Ilonnens 6e3 sakara, Cser 6¢3 TeHMU,
EnuHCcTBEHHDBIN JJI4 HAC POJHUK ITOKOS,
Yro mpocserser ObITHE MUPCKOE.

WU 6esrpannunsin Te1, n Besmecymum,

Te1 u comaguanmmn men, u x1ed HACYIIHDIN,
Hewucromumpin ki1a1, IpeUnCTBIR JTOXIb,
Bogex neuccsakaiomas mourp.

Tr1 u Xpanuress nam 1 Hacrasuress,
Henyru namn saatomun Hesnres,
Onmnopa Bcex, BceBuisLee 3peHbe,
JecHuua 6y1arogaTHOrO JapeHb,
Besmmubem oCHAHHBIN, BCEM yroOIHbIMN,

Ham Iacteips meycranusii, Laps 6e33mobmbii,

Beepnpsamun, n naemM 1 HOUBLIO O IAIIUIL
Cynps, 10 COPaBEIIMBOCTH CY AN,
Bsran mermerymmmn, I'otoc yremenss,
Te1—secTh, HeCymas yCIIOKOEHBE.

TBor cTporust mepcT, BCEBUIAIICE OKO
Ocreperalor CMEPTHBIX OT IIOPOKA.
Cyzmps TOro, 4ToO IPaBO, UTO HEIIPABO,

He BrispiBatOmas 3aBUCTD CJIABA,
Tre1r—Cgerou Haw, Besinune Ges kpas,
Hespumas jopora, HO mpsAmast.

Tson ciien HEBUIUM, BUIUMA JIUIIb MUJIOCTS,
Omna ¢ HeGec Ha 3¢MIIIO K HAM CITYCTHIIACD.

Cutosa, uro s uspex Tebe Bo ciasy,

bienaee cios, xoropsie 661 MOr

Y cnpiaiats T'e1, 0 l'ociony, o npasy,

Korma 6 51 He 6611 peusto cTosIb yoOr.

Tl'ocrionp BeeBemymumi, 61ar0CI0BEHHBI,
BOCXBAJICHHBIH,

BoccaBneHHBIT BeceM CyIIMM BO BCEJIEHHOM,

Bce To, uro coBepuMTL HAM CYXICHO,

TBoeto Bosero mpeppeneHo.

O T'ocniogu, mopory ounieHb s

Tb1 MHEe B MOMX COMHEHBSIX YKA3yH

W, mpuBenst MEHS K BpaTaM CIIACCHb,

Tb1 yOBIETBOPUCH U BO3JIUKYH.

Hese necHonenss TBoero paba—

He craBocioBbe u He BOCXBaJICHbE,

Mowu cjioBa HUUTOXHbBIE—MOJIBLOA,

Kotroporit xax iy obpectu criaceHse.

—Gregor of Narck

Unfathomable you (are), intangible,

And beginningless you (are), and endless,

You (are) that one thing, that is measureless

That in (the) world is true and real,

You—that, which us gives blessing,

You—mnoon without sunset, light without shadow,
The sole for us fount (of) peace,

That illuminates existence earthly (earthly existence),
And boundless you (are), and omnipresent,

You (are) both sweetest honey, and bread daily,
Inexhaustible treasure, purest rain,

Forever inexhaustible might.

You (are) both (our) guardian ours and guide,

Ills our knowing healer (healer knowing our ills)
Support (of) all, all-seeing sight,

Hand (of) abundant giving,

(With) greatness radiant, all pleasing (pleasing to all),
Our shepherd tireless, tsar benevolent,

All-seeing, both day and night vigilant,

Judge, by fairness judging,

Gaze unoppressive, voice (of) comfort,

You—message, carrying peace.

Your strict hand, all-seeing eye

Warn mortals against sin.

Judge (of) that, which (is) right, what is wrong,

Not causing envy glory (glory that does not cause envy),
You (are) lamp ours (our lamp), greatness without end,
Invisible road, but straight,

Your trace invisible, visible only mercy,

She (mercy) from heaven to earth to us descended,

(The) words, that I pronounce (to) you in praise,
Pale (compared to) words, that could have
Heard you, o Lord, by right,

If had I not been (of) speech so poor,

Lord omniscient, blessed, glorious,

(You who are) praised (by) all living in (the) universe,
All that, which (to) achieve we (are) destined,

(Is by) your will predecided (sealed).

O God, (the) path of purity

You (to) me in my doubts indicate,

And, (having) led me to (the) gates (of) salvation,
You (be) content and rejoice.

(The) goal (of this) paean (of) your slave

(Is) not glorification and not praise,

My words meager (are a) supplication

(By) which (I) yearn (to) obtain salvation.

—translated by Misha Semenov
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the time throughout the movement. Table 2 summariz-
es the incidence of individual-voice incremental motion
within each large-scale section: 88% in the A section,
80% in the B section, and 89% in the A! section. This
feature generates both aural and psychological effects.
To the listener, independent parts almost never stick out
of the overall texture, resulting in a smooth and unbro-
ken flow of interweaving lines. To the singer, the nature

of the note-to-note motion inspires facility in perfor-
mance. Passages in which diatonic clusters are common
(i.e., mm. 5-7 or mm. 11-12; see Figure 1 on page 12)
are easier to sing because their complex arrival points
are approached by step rather than leap. Singers are
thus more naturally inclined to maintain legato, height-
ening the fluidity already inherent in each line.

Where they do occur, leaps within voice parts tend

Table 2. Incidence of Note-to-Note Motion by Type and Within Individual Voice Parts

mm 1-29
\Voice Part Repeated Step Leap Total
Soprano la 24 (31%) 46 (60%) 7 (9%) 77
Soprano 1b 27 (35%) 42 (55%) 8 (10%) 77
Soprano 2a 30 (39%) 42 (55%) 5 (6%) 77
Soprano 2b 36 (47%) 35 (45%) 6 (8%) 77
Alto la 42 (54%) 32 (41%) 4 (5%) 78
Alto 1b 40 (51%) 33 (42%) 5 (6%) 78
Alto 2a 28 (36%) 37 (47%) 13 (17%) 78
Alto 2b 23 (30%) 44 (56%) 11 (14%) 78
Tenor la 34 (45%) 33 (44%) 8 (11%) 73
Tenor 1b 27 (37%) 37 (51%) 9 (12%) 73
Tenor 2a 36 (48%) 33 (44%) 6 (8%) 75
Tenor 2b 30 (41%) 36 (49%) 7 (10%) 73
Bass la 36 (56%) 20 (31%) 8 (13%) 64
Bass 1b 31 (52%) 21 (35%) 8 (13%) 60
Bass 2a 30 (48%) 22 (36%) 10 (16%) 62
Bass 2b 23 (38%) 24 (40%) 13 (22%) 60
Bass 2¢ 23 (38%) 20 (33%) 17 (28%) 60
Percentage of motion consisting of repeated notes or intervals of half or whole step
(average across all voices, mm. 1-29): 88%
mm. 30-203
Soprano la 121 (38%) 146 (46%) 53 (16%) 320
Soprano 1b 110 (34%) 157 (49%) 54 (17%) 321
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Soprano 2a 62 (20%) 189 (60%) 63 (20%) 314
Soprano 2b 62 (20%) 189 (60%) 63 (20%) 314
Alto la 182 (49%) 138 (37%) 55 (14%) 375
Alto 1b 171 (45%) 146 (39%) 59 (16%) 376
Alto 2a 100 (26%) 210 (54%) 82 (20%) 392
Alto 2b 100 (26%) 210 (54%) 82 (20%) 392
Tenor 1 193 (44%) 168 (38%) 78 (18%) 437
Tenor 2 121 (28%) 224 (51%) 93 (21%) 438
Tenor 3 122 (28%) 225 (51%) 91 (21%) 438
Bass la 149 (34%) 200 (46%) 84 (19%) 433
Bass 1b 125 (29%) 214 (49%) 94 (22%) 433
Bass 2a 130 (30%) 195 (45%) 106 (25%) 431
Bass 2b 130 (30%) 195 (45%) 106 (25%) 431
Percentage of motion consisting of repeated notes or intervals of half or whole step
(average across all voices, mm. 30-203): 80%
mm. 204-222
Soprano la 13 (29%) 28 (62%) 4 (9%) 45
Soprano 1b 15 (33%) 25 (56%) 5 (11%) 45
Soprano 2a 20 (44%) 23 (51%) 2 (5%) 45
Soprano 2b 21 (47%) 21 (47%) 3 (6%) 45
Alto 1a 17 (33%) 29 (56%) 6 (11%) 52
Alto 1b 20 (39%) 28 (55%) 3 (6%) 51
Alto 2a 20 (39%) 25 (49%) 6 (12%) 51
Alto 2b 19 (37%) 26 (51%) 6 (12%) 51
Tenor la 23 (49%) 18 (38%) 6 (13%) 47
Tenor 1b 21 (44%) 20 (42%) 7 (14%) 48
Tenor 2a 24 (53%) 17 (38%) 4 (9%) 45
Tenor 2b 23 (50%) 18 (39%) 5 (11%) 46
Bass la 16 (43%) 17 (46%) 4 (11%) 37
Bass 1b 20 (54%) 16 (43%) 1 (3%) 37
Bass 2a 9 (35%) 12 (46%) 5 (19%) 26
Bass 2b 7 (27%) 14 (54%) 5 (19%) 26

(average across all voices, mm. 204-222): 89%

Percentage of motion consisting of repeated notes or intervals of half or whole step
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Figure 1. Alfred Schnittke, Concerto for Choir, Movement 1, mm. 1-15.
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All Rights Reserved. Intemational Copyright Secured.
Used by permission of G, Schirmer, Inc

Volume 60 Number 7

CHORAL JOURNAL February 2020

12



Schnittke’s Concerto for Choir as a Transformation of Compositional Method

to be limited to intervals of a perfect fourth or smaller.
In cases such as the ostinato figure beginning in the bass
voices at the opening of the B section, m. 30, the skip
upwards of a third at the end of each measure (bass 1b,
2a, and 2b) resets the pattern for another iteration (see
Figure 2 on page 14). The repetition of the ostinato effec-
tively trumps any disconnection in the individual lines
created by the leaps themselves. This musical effect coin-
cides with the text “W 6esnauanen Tb1, u HeckOHUAEM,”
referring to the “beginningless” and “endless” character
of God. Within the opening and closing sections of the
movement, larger leaps do occur, as in mm. 8-9 (sopra-
no la and 2a) or m. 11 (bass 1 and 2). The interruptive
impact of many of these wider intervals on the other-
wise smooth note-to-note movement is mitigated, how-
ever, by their role in strengthening a more generalized
effect of expansion and contraction of overall ambitus.

Throughout the movement, instances of contrary
or oblique motion between voice parts allow the glob-
al range to widen and narrow progressively over time.
Coupled with the tendency for these voices to move
by step, the cumulative result is a gradual swelling and
closing of vocal range that generates for the listener a
feeling akin to inhalation and exhalation. In the opening
phrases of the piece, for example, there is a two-stage
expansion outward (see Figure 1). First, in mm. 57, the
soprano and alto voices rise while the bass parts remain
in a fixed position. A simultaneous crescendo amplifies the
shift in the upper range.

The second stage of this widening process takes place
in mm. 8-9, where downward motion in multiple alto,
tenor, and bass parts counters the leap upward of a di-
minished octave in the top voices. The distance between
the outermost voice parts reaches over three octaves at
its widest point in m. 9, and then contracts over mm.
10—-11. By the downbeat of m. 12, all voices have been
condensed within the interval of a major sixth as the
phrase ends. The diminuendo and rallentando in m. 11 rein-
force an overall feeling of relaxation into this downbeat
and create a sense of anticipation for the beginning of
the next phrase, where the quasi-respiratory process can
begin anew. This phrase powerfully illustrates the text as
well, highlighting God’s creation of “everything” (“Bcé,”
aligned with the widest-spaced chords) out of “nothing”
(“muuero,” corresponding to the narrowest).

CHORAL JOURNAL February 2020

Similar examples of expansion and contraction occur
periodically across all three large-scale structural sec-
tions. In some cases, they echo the motion of the open-
ing measures of the work. Instances of this effect in the B
section of the movement, such as the gradual widening
of the perfect fifth at the downbeat of m. 30 to a span
of nearly three octaves in m. 42 (at which point the text
emphatically praises God as the one “authentic” and
“real” presence in the world; “Uro B Mupe mojymHHO
u jocrosepHo”), are often enhanced by the addition
and subtraction of voice parts over time. Elsewhere, as
i mm. 99-112 (Figure 3 on page 15), a combination
of the accumulation or dissolution of voice parts over
subsequent measures and movement upward and down-
ward within those voices achieves the same feeling of
breathing.

Further supporting the undulating quality facilitated
by the flowing contour of both individual lines and the
overall ambitus of the piece is the flexible density of the
texture. Across the span of the Concerto, Schnittke utiliz-
es between one and twenty-six separate voice parts at a
time. The densest textures appear at the end of the final
movement (Figure 4 on page 16), a cascade of joyous
cries of “Amunb!” (“Amen!”) and the resolution of the
gradual accretion of intensity over the duration of the
work in which many independent lines contribute to a
sweeping wash of sound. In the first movement, where
the maximum number of distinct parts reaches sixteen,
the number of voices heard at any given time often var-
ies on a chord-by-chord basts, and there is frequently
a steadiness to the increasing or decreasing of textural
density, which coincides with the other facets of incre-
mentalism described previously.

Across the three sections of the first movement,
changes to the texture tend to occur in two somewhat
different manners. The outer portions of the movement
(mm. 1-29 and its varied reprise in mm. 204-222) fea-
ture several passages in which a general SATB orches-
tration becomes more or less dense by the addition or
removal of dwisi within the four primary voice parts.
The first chord of the piece, for instance, is notated as
SSAATTBB but comprises only four distinct pitches
(B2, F23, B3, and F#4) and just two pitch classes. The
remainder of the phrase reveals an initial swelling of
chord components beginning from the first chord (four
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Figure 3. Alfred Schnittke, Concerto for Choir, Movement |, mm. 99— 112.
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distinct pitches), reaching a localized high point in the
third chord (eight distinct pitches), and gradually relax-
ing to the thinnest texture of the phrase at the down-
beat of m. 5 (three distinct pitches). Then, between the
downbeats of m. 5 and m. 7, voice parts join in roughly
one at a time to thicken the texture, as shown in Table 3
on page 17. By the downbeat of m. 7, midway through
the expansion of ambitus that continues through m.

9, the divist has grown to feature sixteen notated voice
parts sounding fourteen distinct pitches. Through this
passage and similar ones elsewhere, the work effective-
ly constructs high points of orchestrational complexity
via steady accumulation of musical lines. The result of
this incremental process of variation is that the doubled
octaves and open fifths of the first chord of the piece
and the diatonic cluster of m. 7 seem as though they
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Schnittke's Concerto for Choir as a Transformation of Compositional Method

belong to the same sound world. Were these two chords
positioned next to one another without the intermedi-
ary steps that connect them, as one could imagine being
done in a polystylistic work, the contrast of tonal con-
structions might be jarring.

Textural growth in the middle section of the move-
ment is also facilitated in a stepwise fashion, but often
through the addition of entire choral sections one by one
rather than individual pitches or voices. The passages
from mm. 30—45 (Figure 2) and mm. 113-129 (Figure 5
on page 18) begin with four separate musical lines each,
covered by divided bass voices in the first instance and
tenor and alto voices in the second. In both cases, a block
of additional voices joins every four measures, expand-
ing the range and marked by a shift in dynamic to fur-
ther emphasize the intensifying texture. Subsequent pas-
sages of similar ostinato material in mm. 82-89 and mm.
129-144 couple the addition of successive voice parts
with a soli descant figure that progressively rises in pitch
over multiple iterations. The meditative repetition of the

ostinato figure throughout the main body of the move-
ment also inflects the text, which lists a litany of short
supplications to God (beginning with “mernponumaem,”

bR

“unfathomable,” and “meocssaem,” “intangible”). As
the text slowly builds in fervor through the steadiness in-
herent in its cyclic structure, the musical setting supports
by ramping up intensity via accumulation of texture,
range, and dynamic.

The combination of the incremental progression of
various facets of texture and range bolster the text in
other portions of the movement as well. The contrast
between mm. 12-15 in the introductory section of the
piece and the corresponding phrase in mm. 214222
(Figure 6 on page 19) is an apt example. In the first of
these passages, what begins as a single tenor line emerg-
ing from the condensed range at the end of the previ-
ous phrase grows into a comparatively thickly-voiced set
of chords by m. 15. The addition of the bass, alto, and
soprano parts in succession adds to the total range cov-

ered by the intervening chords in mm. 13-14, and the

Table 3. Chord-by-chord Textural Density, mm. 1-7
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Figure 5. Alfred Schnittke, Concerto for Choir, Movement 1, mm. 112-132.
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shift from tenuto articulation to accents and the growth
in dynamic from piano to forte over these measures both
further drive momentum toward m. 15. Mark Jennings
points out that the climactic arrival point at the end of
this phrase corresponds with the word “crpamarmn,”
describing the “frightening” power of God.

In mm. 214-222, the four separate entrances of voic-
es in the earlier phrase expand to eight and the broad-
ness of ambitus, dynamic level, and number of accented
notes intensifies even further. Together, these changes
yield a multifaceted crescendo that ends the movement
at an impassioned climax. However, though the first
phrase used a similar (though less forceful) progression
to represent the awesome power of God, here the text

bbl

1s “KOTOPOM XaxJK obpectud cmaceHse,” referring in-
stead to the speaker’s fervent “yearn[ing] to obtain salva-
tion.” The more comprehensive incremental gathering
of musical intensity in this latter passage thus reflects the
growth in textual intensity from the many supplications
of earlier in the movement to the personal and desperate
cry for mercy at the end.

Patterns of step-by-step development in the Concerto
Jor Choir also carry over to the harmonic structure of the
piece. Though the work is not strictly tonal and ventures
into numerous highly dissonant passages and tone clus-
ters, root-position triads act as pillar points throughout.
In many cases, triads of this type occur at cadential mo-
ments in the piece or alongside particularly evocative
text, although this is not exclusively the case. Regard-
less, as moments of simple diatonicism return repeatedly
across all four movements, they begin to comprise a reas-
suring trope that seems to keep the Concerto anchored in
tonality and to dissuade the musical language from ven-
turing too far afield to stylistically disparate tonal worlds.
Jennings suggests that the stability of diatonic passages
in the work may be linked to the musical tradition of the
liturgy of the Russian Orthodox Church. Though the
question of whether the inclusion of these moments is a
deliberate reference to such music is beyond the scope of
this article, listeners perceiving a connection of this type
might find that a recurring reference to liturgical music
further enhances the overall stylistic unity of the Concerto.
This tendency to anchor the listener with moments of
triadic harmony can also be found in Schnittke’s later
Psalms of Repentance (1988), suggesting that the composer
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found the technique worthy of continued exploration in
subsequent works.

Beyond providing an overarching stylistic backdrop to
the work, however, root-position triads also reveal a pat-
tern of incremental connection to one another via step-
wise motion of constituent parts. These triads can often
be linked via a procedure that the music theorist Richard
Cohn describes in the music of Schubert as “maximal-
ly efficient voice-leading,” in which harmonic progres-
sions are governed not by standard functionality but by
proximity of some combination of the three component
pitches from one chord to the next (an example of tri-
ads linked in this way might be A Major and F Major,
which are functionally removed from one another but
which have a common component—A-—and two pairs
of corresponding notes which are separated by a half
step each—C# and C; and E and F).

In the case of the Concerto for Chow; these harmonies
may be connected even across passages of music divert-
ing toward clusters or other types of non-triadic chords.
Here, then, it is the strength of the relationship of partic-
ular root-position triads to important textual or caden-
tial moments that marks the chords as apt for linking to
one another in this manner.

Within the first fifteen measures of the piece (Figure
1), root position triads occur in at least four significant
places. The initial chord of the work and the downbeat
of m. 4 are open fifth dyads that mark the beginning
and ending of the first short phrase. Together, the roots
of these sonorities provide two of the three component
notes of the first consonant triad of the work, the G ma-
jor chord on the downbeat of m. 5 that begins to de-
scribe the “priceless” (“Becuenpivu”) gifts of God and
initiates the process of intensification of texture over the
subsequent measures. The downbeat of m. 8 marks the
next unique and significant root position triad (Ab minor,
spelled with an enharmonic B in place of Cb), this time

113 I

on the word “Lord” (“rocriosns”). “Bcé,” signifying “ev-
erything” that God creates out of nothing, sounds in m.
10 as a G minor triad.

At the end of this section, a G minor triad on the
downbeat of m. 15 dissolves into an I'# major triad
at the aforementioned “frightening” force of God on

beat 3. Table 4 on page 21 highlights how these land-
mark chords can be connected sequentially via effi-
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cient voice-leading maneuvers in the manner of Cohn.
Though the individual harmonies in question may be
separated from one another by other materials, their sta-
tus as significant musical moments and the gradual shift
of components that leads a path between them creates
an underlying harmonic unity across the opening of the
work.

Table 5 on page 22 highlights how similar pathways
between triads are found elsewhere in the movement. For
instance, the ostinato passages in the middle section fre-
quently shift between minor and major modes through
stepwise transformation of individual chordal elements.
Motion of the third of the chord yields the same modal
shift in transitions from B minor to B major (mm. 33-34;
mm. 49-50; mm. 136-137) and back (mm. 45-46) as
those between Eb minor and Eb major (mm. 66-67) and
from G minor to G major (mm. 124-125). These dif-
ferent passages are correlated to one another not only
by their tendency to shift between modes, but also via a
more direct harmonic link akin to the triads at the open-
ing of the work. As at the beginning of the piece, inter-
ceding musical material separates these ostinato passages
from one another. Nonetheless, the familiarity of the
shared repetitive pattern draws these examples together
and emphasizes the stepwise harmonic alterations that

transform and link them over time.

Schnittke’s Approach to the Concerto

Across the first movement of Schnittke’s Concerto for
Chow; incremental shifts in musical elements such as tex-
ture, melody, and harmony establish a consistent affect
and sound while avoiding dramatic juxtapositions of
highly distinct materials. Even the overarching structure
of ABA! suggests progression of a subtle, smooth type
between sections: the opening A passage gives way to
new but stylistically similar B material before stepping
back toward familiar (though varied and heightened)
A music at the end of the movement. In contrast with
the tenets of polystylism, the Concerto relies on stability
to achieve its expressive effects. Such foundational dif-
ferences in compositional style support speculation by
Ivashkin, Kremer, and Ross that Schnittke underwent a
change in approach around the time he was writing this
piece. Though the Concerto was completed in March of
1985 and the composer’s stroke occurred in July, Ivash-
kin nevertheless observes that Schnittke experienced
premonitions of something terrible to come for several
months before the stroke. Schnittke thus may have had
growing concerns about his health and the future as he

Table 4. Harmonic path between consonant triads via internal stepwise motion, mm. 1-15
(note: for emphasis, diagram organized via pitch classes, not actual pitch space of original material)
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was composing the Concerto.

Could the Concerto represent a deliberate choice to
move away from polystylism in search of another means
of musical expression? Perhaps Schnittke wrote the piece
in an attempt to grapple with the challenges of growing
older or with concerns about his own mortality. Schnit-
tke was fascinated by the progression of time, and the
gradual unfolding of a piece of music such as the Concer-
to neatly analogizes the passing of time over the course
of a human life. At the same time, Schnittke considered
himself to be a deeply religious man, even in spite of
the difficulty associated with observing religious practic-
es in the Soviet era. The words of Gregor of Narek that
Schnittke set in the Concerto are profoundly penitential
and reflective, and have potential to intertwine grace-
fully with the sentiments of a faithful individual looking
back upon his life and unsure of what the future holds.

Other, less personal factors may have also been in-
volved. Though Schnittke’s music tended increasingly
toward sacred themes and texts as his life progressed,
and though he described his choice to include religious

material in his compositions as “quite serious,” the Con-
certo for Choir seems to fulfill a function beyond that of a
pure, personal expression of faith and fear or of an in-
trospective examination of one’s life. By 1985, Schnittke
had achieved immense popularity in Russia. He enjoyed

3

widespread acclaim as an “underground” musician for
works such as the Symphony no. 2, the premiere of which
the Soviet government forbade him from attending but
which nevertheless drew the attention of progressive au-
diences across Russia. Schnittke had managed to achieve
this level of acclaim thanks in some part to his savvi-
ness in navigating the Soviet censors. Schmelz acknowl-
edges that performers at the upper echelons of fame
enjoyed a unique “leverage in programming,” allowing
them to perform controversial works which would have
otherwise been blocked. Earlier in his career, Schnit-
tke’s affiliation with Kremer, the cellist and conductor
Msistlav Rostropovich, and others in this class, as well
as the number of pieces he composed featuring solo-
ists and his tendency to engage those leading perform-
ers to play those solos, indicates his awareness of what

Table 5. Harmonic path between consonant triads via internal stepwise motion, mm. 30-137
(note: for emphasis, diagram organized via pitch classes, not actual pitch space of original material)
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was necessary in order to make forward-thinking music
available to a wider audience. Eventually, the Concerto_for
Choir would also be associated with a famous performer:
the star conductor Valeri Polyansky commissioned the
work for the officially recognized USSR State Chamber
Choir, perhaps granting the piece greater credibility and
Communist Party clout by association.

Schnittke seems to have realized the potential power
of challenging an audience’s ingrained expectations of
what his music would be by making a sudden shift in
style. In observing the practices of polystylism in many
compositions after 1971, Schnittke created what Hans
Robert Jauss refers to as a “horizon of expectations”
for his listeners, with each successive polystylistic work
strengthening the association of Schnittke’s music with
that approach. Defying this tendency with a piece like
the Concerto, which not only fails to progress in the ex-
pected polystylistic manner but which seems to be con-
structed through a wholly opposite approach, would
doubtless surprise and engage listeners in a new way. In-
deed, this would not be the first time that Schnittke had
undercut his audience’s expectations by abruptly chang-
ing his musical style. Schmelz points out that the com-
poser’s works from the 1960s tended toward serialism.
In 1974, Schnittke premiered the Symphony no. 1. Written
alongside his lecture and paper espousing polystylism,
the piece turns from serialism to the rapid stylistic juxta-
positions typical of later works. The audience response
to the piece was immediate and enthusiastic, and the
composer’s career flourished.

It is possible that Schnittke hoped for an analogous
outcome for the Concerto for Choir Though his writings
and official biography do not mention this wish explic-
itly (Schnittke would likely have been savvy enough to
recognize the detrimental effect such an overt admis-
sion might have on his reputation, and in interviews
he publicly maintained his disinterest in success), hints
at the new style of a “Series B” or something similar
could have piqued the interest of his followers. And sure
enough, Schnittke does seem to have enjoyed even great-
er recognition both outside and inside of Russia in the
years following the Concerto. In the West, David Wright
noted that “Schnittke currently enjoys enormous pop-
ularity” in 1991, Alex Ross described the composer’s
“indisputable international stature” in 1992, and Peter
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G. Davis remarked that “everyone seems to be playing
the music of Alfred Schnittke” in 1994. Even the Soviet
government recognized the composer, nominating him
for the prestigious Lenin Prize in 1990 for his work on
the Concerto_for Choir and the Cello Concerto no. 1. The fact
that an overtly sacred piece by a composer with a histo-
ry of pushing the boundaries of regime-approved music
would receive recognition of this level points to Schnit-
tke’s titanic status at this time, or perhaps to the Soviet
regime’s appreciation for monostylism.

Though further research is necessary to determine
exactly how the Concerto for Choir fits into the puzzle of
the reception of Alfred Schnittke’s music, the piece is
nonetheless a landmark among the composer’s works
for reasons of compositional style. Schnittke previous-
ly viewed the amalgamation of widely varied types of
music within a single piece as a means of maximizing
expressive potential and reaching a universal audience.
In the Concerto, he abruptly turned away from polystyl-
ism. The result is a work with powerfully focused unity
of construction, and one that may have unlocked the
capacity to touch a widespread audience via an entirely
different set of means.
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