
Piano Concerto No. 2, op. 102 

i. Allegro 

ii. Andante – 

iii. Allegro 

Dmitri Shostakovich had a torturous relationship with Stalin and the Soviet regime – his work was 

promoted as an emblem of Soviet cultural achievement but the composer often found himself in 

trouble with the authorities. But with the dictator’s death in 1953, creative restrictions were loosened 

and the rest of this decade was one of relative prosperity and security for Shostakovich. 

The Second Piano Concerto reflects a lighter side in Shostakovich’s musical personality and is one of 

the few works of his devoid of any ideological baggage. It was composed in 1957 for his son Maxim’s 

19th birthday, who premièred it during his graduation from the Moscow Conservatory on 10 May 

1957. 24 years separate the First and Second Piano Concertos and while the First was an experimental 

score, the Second brims with energy and Neo-Classical vitality. 

In a letter to Edison Denisov in February 1957, barely a week after he had finished the Concerto, 

Shostakovich wrote that the work had ‘no redeeming artistic merits’. Shostakovich most likely 

wanted to pre-empt any criticism by deprecating the work himself – a flippant remark like this was 

very much in character. Shostakovich had been denounced several times and, although his son’s 

graduation was a happy occasion, state censure was never far away. He was still remaining covertly 

dissident – the Tenth Symphony (1953) was ambiguous in its message and the mammoth Eleventh 

Symphony was just round the corner. 

The Second Piano Concerto carries hints of Prokofiev in the first movement, Rachmaninov in the 

second and Stravinsky throughout. The piano plays almost without pause except at the beginning of 

the first and second movements. The Concerto opens with a lively bassoon introduction before the 

soloist enters unobtrusively with a laconic main theme. As in many of his piano works, Shostakovich 

shows his love for the instrument’s extremes and writing in octaves. 

The Andante is a subdued, tender movement reminiscent of the middle movement of a Grieg or 

Rachmaninov concerto. It is a melancholic Nocturne simple in character, which almost risks 

appearing as a caricature of its genre. The slow movement segues into the frenetic rondo finale, 

whose second theme is in an asymmetrical 7/8. Shostakovich’s sense of irony makes an appearance in 

the finale as he quotes the didactic exercises – all too familiar to Maxim and piano students alike – of 

Charles-Louis Hanon towards the end of the movement. 


