
Shostakovich Symphony No.1 (1925) 
 

I. Light and moderately quick – fast but not too fast (Allegretto – Allegro non troppo) 
II. Lively (Allegro) 
III. Slow (Lento) 
IV. Very fast (Allegro molto) 

 
Nobody likes homework. Maths, English, Music – whatever the subject, we can all think of 
things we’d rather do. Dmitri Shostakovich was no different. Aged 17, he moaned to his 
friends about the assignment he’d been set: to write a symphony. 
 
But, despite his grumpiness, the young Russian played a blinder. He created music with 
every imaginable emotion built-in. At one moment it’s comedy, or perhaps a huge roar of 
triumph, then - just seconds later - utter despair. It proved a smash hit around the world, with 
audiences literally shouting for more. How did he do it? 
 
Like lots of teenagers, Shostakovich had a part-time job. He played piano after school in a 
cinema providing the soundtracks to the silent films that were the blockbusters of their day. 
Inspired by this, much of his First Symphony is cut together like a movie, full of short scenes 
and changing camera angles. Different instruments, textures and moods become the actors 
in a story with a playful first half and a serious second. 
 
It begins with a quest to find a theme. Trumpet, clarinet, flute, bass: they all make 
suggestions and ramp up the energy level. There are flashes of mischief, but it’s almost like 
a giant hand is holding the music back and stopping it from misbehaving. That all changes in 
the second movement though, as the orchestra breaks free and explodes into a fast and 
furious chase. 
 
The third movement is darker and claustrophobic, trapping us in a dense string soundscape 
as menacing trumpets prod and poke their way in. How to escape? Shostakovich wrote the 
panic-stricken fourth movement solution in just one week, a last-minute dash to get 
everything handed in on time. He also created an incredible finale that sounds like a 
Hollywood film score of today, crammed with musical drama way ahead of its time. 
 
Programme note by Matt Belcher, written for National Youth Orchestra of Great Britain. 


